Abstract
The essays that comprise this Handbook cover a wide variety of topics in the theory of public finance. As a field of systematic academic inquiry, public finance arose before economics or political economy. For instance, more than 90 chairs in public finance had been established in Europe before the first chair was established in political economy (Backhaus, 2002, p. 615) . The first scholars of public finance were the Cameralists, who emerged in central Europe in the 16th century. For a long time after its Cameralist founding, public finance was conceived as a multi-disciplinary field of study, and most certainly not simply a subset of economic theory. The object that public finance scholarship examined, the public household, was examined in a manner that sought to in-JEL classification: B10, H40 tegrate the economic, political, legal, and administrative elements of public finance.
In the post-war period, a splintering of approaches has taken place, sufficiently so that it is meaningful to distinguish between the old public finance and the new, recognizing that new is not a synonym for better. The old public finance has not been replaced by the new. Both are practiced currently, and are competing for the affection and attention of scholars. If the old-style public finance is still called public finance, the new style is often called public economics instead. This distinction is found in contemporary texts and journals. The distinction between what might be called old-style and new-style public finance was recognized clearly in Richard Goode's (1970) commentary on the theory of public finance. There, Goode compared the treatment of public finance in two different social science encyclopedias, written a generation apart. One of these was the International Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences, which was published in 1968. The other was the Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences, which had been published in 1930. While Goode duly noted the theoretical advances that had occurred in economics between 1930 and 1968, he also lamented the narrowing of the subject matter of public finance. Goode concluded his lamentation on the state of public finance by asserting that "a sophisticated and unified treatment of the economic, political, legal, and administrative elements of public finance is needed. Unification would represent a return to a tradition as old as that of the cameralists, but for modern readers sophistication can be attained only by rethinking old problems and using new techniques. There is much to be done and work for a variety of talents" (p. 34).
The difference that Goode noted maps nicely into the distinction we have advanced between an old-style public finance and a new-style, noting again that old and new refer simply to the times when those approaches arose and represent no judgment about relative merit or quality. As we do not embrace a Whig theory of history, we do not regard the new style of public finance as ipso facto superior to the old style. Indeed, there is much about the old-style that we regard as superior to the new. The essays in this Handbook generally affirm the orientation toward public finance that informed both Goode's appraisal and his assessment about the potential value of scholarly inquiry that sought more fully to integrate the economic, social, political, legal, and administrative aspects of public finance.
This opening essay is not a survey of the historical development of fiscal theory. It would take a very large book indeed to accomplish this. Our intention here is simply to provide some elementary historical orientation toward the
